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service' in many States fall within the jurisdiction of local bodies, which
are very often starved of resources. In most of the States, no legislation
has been enacted till date in the form of a Fire Service Act for the proper
administration of fire service. Then, so far as this incident is considered,
we have never stated that it is an accident. We have clearly mentioned
that about 6.00 p.m., on account of a short circuit, a fire started. So, we
have only mentioned 'a fire started'. The Government of India had called
for full details about the situation from the Government of Uttar Pradesh.
The Government of Uttar Pradesh, in its reply, have not clearly specified
as most of the Members have asked whether any NOC was taken from
the Fire Department whether any NOC was obtained from the Fire
Department. So, whether a NOC from the Fire Department was taken or
not, has to be told only by the State Government. We have asked for
their comments. The State Government has ordered an administrative
enquiry into the incident by the Commissioner, Meerut Division. It has
also ordered an enquiry by Additional District Collector, City, into the
alleged complaints of removal of debris, using a JCB, on the night of the
incident. In addition, the Police Department, after registering an offence
under relevant sections, is also investigating into this incident. So, the
administrative enquiry is enquiring into the reasons of the incident;
careless on the part of administration and the concerned individuals for
not taking efficient precautions. The enquiry is also going into the question
of taking immediate action after the incident, steps to be taken so that
such incidents do not occur in future. For this purpose, two commissions
one, at the DC level; second, at the Additional Commission level have
been ordered. In this incident, around 225 persons were involved, out of
which 58 persons have died, 164 have injured and three are missing.
Compensations have been paid to their families by the State Government.
Some hon. Members have asked for a judicial enquiry. The Government
of Uttar Pradesh has taken up the issue with the hon. High Court,
Allahabad. So, we can expect a judicial enquiry. So far as disposal of
dead bodies is concerned, an enquiry by the Additional District Magistrate,
Meerut, has been ordered. So, | think, this is the sufficient reply.
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THE MINISTER OF FINANCE (SHRI P. CHIDAMBARAM): Mr. Deputy
Chairman, Sir, | am grateful to the hon. Members for initiating a discussion
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on rise in prices of essential commodities. Firstly, we must look at the
overall economic scenario and place the issue in context. After placing it
in context, we must and | shall address price rise in individual commodities,
which concern the common man. As far as items like rice, or, wheat, or
sugar, or urad, or tur is concerned, whether it is a rich person or a poor
person, everybody has to consume that. So, when | say that we will
address the issues of the citizens of this country, it is an issue which
concerns everyone; so, we are all concerned. Let me first set out the
context. Sir, in a developing country, which is registering high growth
rates, some inflation is inevitable. In fact, the years in which we had very
low inflation were also years of very low growth. When credit expands,
when investment expands, when money supply expands, it has an impact
on prices. Now, what was the situation as far as the Wholesate Price
Index is concerned. | will come to the CPl in a moment. The Wholesale
Price Index, we have figures for several years. The average for
2001-2002 was 7.1 per cent; the average for 2003-04 was 5.48 per cent;
the average in 2005-06, that is, the last year, was 4.43 per cent. Overall,
there is a secular decline in the core inflation rate. But some inflation,
around 4.5 per cent of 5 per cent, is inevitable in a deveioping country.
We have to manage interest rate, exchange rate, and the inflation rate.
The triangulation of these three makes it very difficult to strike a balance
unless you take steps from time to time. | think we are managing it
reasonably well. The WP1 as per the last report, is 3.95 per cent, just
below 4 per cent, and when it is looked at in the Consumer Price Index,
the last figure for March, 2006 was 4.95 per cent. So, the overall inflation
situation is under control, and, given that our growth rates are close to
eight per cent, | am afraid, some inflation is inevitable. Now, within this
overall inflation rate, prices of commodities behave differently as hon.
Members rightly said, depending upon production, demand, supply and
other market forces. '

Now, concern has been expressed about the rise in prices of some
commodities. | do not deny that. Some commodities have shown an
increase in the trend in prices; some have shown a decline. For example,
commodities like groundnut oil, mustard oil, vanaspati, loose tea, salt
have all shown a decline over the last two years. When prices decline
sharply, producers complain; consumers are happy. Take, for example,
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mustard oil. Two years ago, on this day, it was fifty-five rupees a kilo,
today, it is forty-nine rupees a kilo. Mustard producers are complaining.
Some prices are declining. Likewise, as | said, some prices have
increased. For example, take rice. | am looking at Delhi prices. Two years
ago, its price was Rs. 12.50 per kilogram; this year, yesterday, it was
Rs. 14 per kilo in Delhi. The price of atta was Rs. 9 per kilo earlier and
now, it is Rs. 11 in Delhi. But it is the prices of pulses which have shown
a sharp spurt, and | will come to that in a moment; especially, urad and
tur have shown a sharp spurt. Sugar is another commaodity but . it is
affected by different factors; sugar has also shown a rise. But within
each commodity, prices vary from city to city; prices vary from State to
State. Take, for example, gram. in Patna, it is Rs. 24 a kilo, whereas in
Lucknow, it is Rs. 29.50 a kilo, and, in Delhi it is Rs. 31 a kilo. So, even
within a commodity, where there is some marginal price increase, it varies
from city to city, State to State. This is really because of the trader
behaviour, demand and supply, purchasing power of the local community,
local people and the willingness of the State Governments to take strong
action against blackmarketeers and hoarders. | believe many of you were
here when the Agriculture Minister replied on the overall agriculture
situation. We have had to import wheat because arrivals of wheat in the
mandis have been lower this year; and the procurement has been lower.
We started with a low stock position. We had to give a bonus and we had
to augment the total availability of wheat in this country, that will be
imported wheat. | believe he has given, in my view, a very strong
justification why we did the twin steps, one of increasing the price as a
bonus to our domestic producers, and at the same time, augmenting the
total availability of wheat by importing a certain quantity of wheat.

Now, as far as steps taken are concerned, in wheat we have announced
an import of 35 lakh tonnes. In sugar, we have — in sugar, the reason is,
the world availability is lower because a lot of canes being diverted for
ethanol;, world prices have risen; India's prices are rising in sympathy
with the world prices — released 42 lakhs of free sale sugar for the
quarter April-June, which is 8 lakh tonnes higher from the releases dur-
ing the corresponding period last year. Subsequently, additional releases
of two lakh tonnes were also announced. To contain volatility in the prices
of wheat, sugar and pulses, the Forward Market Commission has taken
some steps reducing the circuit filter limits and increasing the margins.
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My immediate concern is puises, and | wish to spend a few minutes
dealing with pulses. Now, as far as production of pulses is concerned,
these are the figures. It has stagnated between 130 and 140 lakh tonnes
for several years now. Justin recent years, in 2003-04, the total production
was 149 lakh tonnes, in 2004-05, it was 131 lakh tonnes. In 2005-06, the
production was 139 lakh tonnes. It goes up a few lakh tonnes and comes
down a few lakh tonnes. More or less, it is stagnant. We start with a low
stock position and then we have a marginal increase in production. It
impacts prices. The reason is, the pulses are grown mainly on marginal
and sub-marginal land under rain-fed conditions. Less than 15 per cent
of the area under pulses is irrigated exposing the output of pulses to the
vegaries of weather. No major breakthrough in pulse production
technology and improvement of high-yielding germ plasma has been
possible because of inherent genetic problems and narrow adaptability
in the whole variety of puises. This is a long-term issue. | know itis being
addressed. But frankly we have not made any breakthrough. Now, some
pulses are predominantly consumed only in the sub-continent. Many of
them are not grown abroad or in any other country. Arhar, Gram, Masoor,
Moong, Urad etc., are predominantly sub-continent pulses. Imports have
also stagnated at about 13 lakh tonnes in 2004-05 and 13-1/2 lakh tonnes
last year. That is because many of these pulses are not available and
the total surpluses available in the international market are also limited.
There is a mismatch. This is a reality that we have to face. There is a
mismatch between demand and supply of pulses; demand and availability
of pulses; and this impacts prices. A number of policy measures are
under contemplation by the Ministty of Agriculture and Food. The Forward
Markets Commission has taken sorire steps to increase margin
requirements and to switch over to delivery-based markets. But these
are to be addressed by the Agriculture Minister. Immediately, what is
that we can do? We can try to augment availability. We can augment
availability by procuring more in the case of wheat and paddy that is
available in the country and by importing, if necessary. In the case of
pulses, the only way we can augment availability is to allow imports. The
imports are being allowed. In the case of sugar, we can restrain prices
by increasing the free quota. All this is being done. All this will have their
impact once the monsoon sets in and there is prospect of a good harvest.
You will find that there is a price-restraining effect of monsoons. This is
a difficult month in all years. Whoever is the Government, these are difficuit
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months. The pre-monsoon month is a difficuit month. The stock positions
are low and the availability is also tight. There will be some impact on
prices. But we are sensitive to the matter. As | said, this affects everyone—
rich, poor, urban, rural. All of us have to consume this. We are sensitive
to the matter and we will address that. For exampley the RBI's outiook on
inflation is about 5 and 5-1/2 per cent. Last year, | said, my outlook on
inflation is between 4 and 4-1/2 per cent. Thankfully, we had a lower
inflation last year than what was projected. This year also, | believe that
we will be able to contain inflation between 4 and 5 per cent. But within
that band of inflation, we will do all that is possible in order to augment
the availability of these commodities both in the domestic market and
through imports. We will not hesitate import if availability has to be
increased. | assure the hon. Members that we keep a close watch on
prices. We are as concerned as everyone is. We are aware that in some
areas, especially pulses, there is a sharp rise. But we will take the
necessary steps to contain these prices. Thank you.

SHRI YASHWANT SINHA (Jharkhand): Sir, hon. the Finance Minister
was not present in this House when this subject was discussed yester-
day. We had made a number of points. | am afraid, he has not been
properly briefed as a result of which he has not touched upon a large
number of issues which were raised by the Members of this House. It is
a very, very unsatisfactory reply and we are not, at all, satisfied with the
manner in which he has replied. We are not, at all, satisfied with the
explanation he has given and, therefore, Sir, in protest against this we
are walking out.

(At this stage some hon. Members left the Chamber.)
MR. DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: Now, the discussion is over.

GOVERNMENT BILL

The Union Duties of Excise (Electricity) Distribution Repeal
Bill, 2006

MR. DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: Now, we take up the Union Duties of
Excise (Electricity) Distribution Repeal Bill, 2006. Shri Pawan Kumar
Bansal

THE MINISTER OF STATE IN THE MINISTRY OF FINANCE
(SHRI PAWAN KUMAR BANSAL): Sir, | beg to move:
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